Introduction
The professional standing of human resource management is in the spotlight worldwide. An example of this is the very recent formalisation of professional human resource management standards in countries like Canada and Germany.
The South African Board for People Practices (SABPP) drafted the Human Resource Professions Bill in 2004 and revised it in 2006.
It initiated much discussion about the merits of regulating the human resource (HR) profession. One of the key points raised in these debates is whether one can regard HR management as a profession. Losey (1997, p. 147) states that 'human resource management is a profession'. Ulrich and Eichinger (1998) maintain that 'HR must become more professional'. Numerous researchers in the HR field (Armstrong, 2000; Losey, Meisinger & Ulrich, 2005; Ulrich & Brockbank, 2005) and various institutions (Harvard, Cornell, and the American Business Association) use the term 'HR professionals' in their writings. Human resource management as a profession in South Africa uses Huma van Rensburg's (2009) MCom dissertation as its basis.
Background to the study
The researchers describe the background to the study in terms of the factors that affect the basic premise under investigation: that one can regard human resource management as a bona fide profession. This study is set against a backdrop of globalisation and a changing economic environment that have a significant effect on the human resources field.
Before expounding on the background factors, it is necessary to define the term 'profession' and then to explain the concept of 'professionalisation'. The question that one needs to answer is: 'what is a profession and what is professionalism in the context of the current study?' Abdulla and Threadgold (2010) posit that 'profession' is a term that describes a domain of expertise. Harrison (2007) , on the other hand, argues that there has been much debate and confusion about defining the term.
In the past, the term 'profession' applied to law, medicine, engineering, business and academics. These days it is used more freely in different contexts.
There are many definitions of 'profession'. An example is: a profession is a vocation … founded upon an understanding of the theoretical structure of some department of learning or science, and upon the abilities accompanying such understanding … applied to the vital practical affairs of man. The practices … are modified by knowledge of a generalized nature and by the accumulated wisdom and experience of mankind … The profession … considers its first ethical imperative to be altruistic to the client. (Maudsley & Strivens, 2000, p. 535) Another definition is:
Profession means, in its etymological roots, to declare aloud, to proclaim something publicly. On this view professionals make a 'profession' of a specific kind of activity and conduct to which they commit themselves and to which they can be expected to conform. The essence of a profession then is this act of 'profession' -of promise, commitment and dedication to an ideal. (Pellegrino, 2002, p. 379) During the 1970s, Freidson said that the term 'profession' was founded on independent practice, self-auditing processes, expert knowledge and special value in its work, as well as monopoly and service to the public. Around the same time, Hall suggested that professions start with a professional model, its accompanying attributes and profession-specific content (Williams, Onsman & Brown, 2009) .
'Professionalisation', on the other hand, is a method of making a developing occupation socially legitimate. In the course of forming and defining itself, an occupational group must construct and maintain occupational boundaries that consist of social or cultural divisions that help to indicate a group's work, societal roles and legitimacy (Lauk & Pallas, 2008) . The boundary activities consist of defining specific work tasks and normative occupational values, determining professional standards, influencing education and recruiting new members. A professional organisation gets the legal right to control its field and opposes external interference to control the activities of the occupation's constituents (Lauk & Pallas, 2008) .
Therefore, professionalisation is the profession's ability to convince legislators and society that its work is significant (Williams, Onsman & Brown, 2009 ).
According to Williams, Onsman and Brown (2009) , professionalisation progresses linearly towards acquiring a number of essential characteristics like codes of ethics, professional associations and specialised skills. Professions should move through four stages, in chronological order, during the process of professionalising:
• creating full-time occupations • establishing training schools • establishing professional bodies • developing codes of ethics. Abdulla and Threadgold (2010) and Wilensky (1964) summarised the process of professionalising as:
• developing the occupation into a full-time one and creating occupational territory • establishing training schools or colleges and linking these to universities • promoting the occupation to national and international parties • obtaining professional licences and accreditation • developing a code of ethics.
This article has outlined the stages and processes of professionalising. It now describes the five factors that affect the drive towards professionalising the human resource field in South Africa.
The first factor is an increased awareness, internationally and in South Africa, of the necessity for ethical conduct in business (Dixon, 2006; Ndlovu, 2006) . Following the major governance issues the first King report covers, the second report emphasised values, conduct, fairness, accountability, responsibility and transparency in corporate governance. King emphasised regulating the human resource environment in order to ensure compliance with suitable codes of conduct. King saw enforcing codes of conduct as the basic requirement for good practice.
The second factor is the current drive towards professionalising human resource management in South Africa and the increasing burden of compliance with legislative requirements. It is largely the responsibility of human resource practitioners to implement labour legislation in organisations. This environment requires an understanding and knowledge of the legislation as well as the competence to introduce the correct measures in the workplace. It is an area of HR management that requires specialised and continually updated knowledge, expertise and competence (Cohen, 2005) .
The third factor is the need for a recognised body of knowledge and standards of conduct in the practice of human resource management. This was identified in South Africa in the late seventies. Paradoxically, the heart of the problem is the professional status of human resource management, which this study tackles. People from all walks of life are practising human resource management. Meisinger (2006) stated that many who practise HR management are not HR professionals. This affects the perception of HR management.
The number of applications for professional registration the SABPP has received from people with widely diverse backgrounds illustrates this as well. Some people practise HR management without any formal training. This does not happen in other major profession, where a qualification is a minimum requirement for entry.
Companies, which redirect employees who are unsuccessful in other departments into their human resource departments, may create these various entry points from other disciplines. In a recent conversation at a local government seminar in South Africa, delegates called this practice 'dumping'. This has a devastating effect on the general levels of the competence of the people in human resource management and on its perceived lack of stature.
The fourth factor that influences this study of human resource management as a profession is a quality management system for education and training for South Africa that the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) Act No 58 of 1995 has introduced.
This has raised national awareness of the need for acceptable standards and for measuring or controlling the quality of education and training on a much wider scale than was attempted before in South Africa. Applicants who have a formal and relevant qualification, together with a number of years of experience at a specified level of practice, are registered as HR professionals in South Africa. Recognition of prior learning (RPL) is another effective route for registration.
The SABPP is the recognised standards body for human resource management. It has been the accredited Education and Training Quality Assurance (ETQA) body for Human Resource Management and Practice, Human Resource Development (HRD) and Skills Development Facilitation (SDF), Productivity and Disability Employment Practice since November 2002. Reaccreditation until September 2011 has confirmed the status of the SABPP as the professional body and the ETQA for human resource management in South Africa.
The fifth factor is the South African government's increased awareness of the value of professionalism in increasing productivity and decreasing corruption. The SABPP is currently collaborating with the Local Government Leadership Academy working group to promote the professionalisation of human resource management in South Africa.
Research objective
The purpose of the study is to establish whether human resource management, as practised in South Africa, is a profession.
In order to achieve this objective, the researchers: 
Research design

Research approach
The ontological approach the researchers used in this study focused on the views of professional bodies and HR professionals about the professional principles and conduct of professions in general and particularly of HR managers in South Africa.
The researchers were aware that the participants' contributions were based on their understanding and interpretation of what constitutes principles and professional conduct in HR management.
The researchers decided to use the interpretivist approach to understand and verify the dynamics of the challenge in question, which is to make HR management a profession, by identifying, understanding and interpreting the participants' perceptions of the principles and conduct of HR professionals.
Research strategy
The researchers combined qualitative and quantitative research strategies by using the original documents of professional bodies, semi-structured interviews with mentors and a questionnaire.
The researchers achieved triangulation using the techniques that follow.
Firstly, the study focused on the original documents of the regulating bodies of international and South African medical, legal, engineering and accounting professions and the regulating bodies of HR management in the UK, USA and Canada. The researchers did so to identify the principles of professionalism and ethical conduct these professions embrace.
Secondly, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with 15 mentors from the SABPP to ascertain what they believed were the principles of professionalism and ethical conduct of HR managers in South Africa.
Lastly, the researchers used a questionnaire to verify the information they received in the interviews and from their analysis of documents from the regulating bodies. They sent the questionnaire to HR professionals registered with the SABPP.
Research method
Research setting
The researchers chose mentors registered as Chartered or Master HR practitioners with the SABPP to get their views on the current state of HR management in South Africa. These mentors are from different provinces in South Africa. The researchers also sent questionnaires to HR professionals registered with the SABPP who are from different provinces in South Africa.
Entrée
One of the researchers is CEO of the SABPP and knows which senior mentors in this field could contribute to the study. This researcher had access to the contact details of the mentors and had contacted the mentors personally to explain the aim of the study and to obtain permission to interview them. The researchers also had the contact details of the HR practitioners and had emailed the questionnaire to those HR practitioners registered with the SABPP.
Sampling
The researchers used purposive sampling to select the research participants. They chose fifteen mentors (who were Chartered or Master HR practitioners) for their indepth knowledge of HR management in South Africa. The researchers decided to use the list of HR professionals registered with the SABPP to delineate the group they would use to verify the data they obtained from the original documents of the professional bodies and the information the mentors provided. They received 79 responses. Of the responses they received, just more than half (57%) of the respondents were men and 43% were women.
Data collection
The researchers collected data from four sources. These were the original documents of the regulating bodies of the medical, legal, engineering and accounting professions, the SABPP in South Africa and the regulating bodies of HR management in the UK, USA and Canada. They also collected data from their semi-structured interviews and the verification questionnaire. Their data collection methods follow.
The researchers decided to obtain original documents from the regulating bodies and the SABPP because they could conduct reliable analyses of these documents to get an indepth understanding of the values and conduct issues that underpin the different professions and the HR profession in four countries.
The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews with senior mentors because they could provide an indepth understanding of conduct issues and values in HR management in South Africa.
The researchers sent a questionnaire to HR professionals because the nature of their work meant that they could verify whether the ethical professional issues the researchers identified are relevant and should be a part of the regulating mechanisms of HR professionals in South Africa. The HR professionals had to complete questions on a three-point Likert scale and indicate whether certain professional conduct issues were 'essential', 'useful but not essential' or 'not necessary' for regulating the HR profession.
A panel of experts in the field of HR management developed the research questionnaire titled 'Determining the ethical professional conduct issues in the HR field'. The researchers used it as the third leg of triangulation in the study because the questionnaire already contained many of the conduct and ethical issues they identified from the original documents and semi-structured interviews.
The questionnaire covered six categories:
• basic personal values • desirable professional qualities • responsibility towards the profession • responsibility towards clients or employers • responsibility towards the public or society • personal work ethics • knowledge and skills to operate as a professional in the field of HR management.
Data capture
The researchers examined documents from the various regulating bodies and the SABPP. They conducted recorded interviews. They sent emails to the participants who were to complete the questionnaire. The reason for this was to get data from participants who were dispersed geographically. The researchers then transcribed the recorded interviews. The participants returned the questionnaires by email. The researchers printed the completed questionnaires and analysed the answers statistically.
Data analysis
The researchers used content analysis to extract themes from the original documents of the regulating bodies and from the semi-structured interviews. Content analysis includes coding and classifying data (Hancock, 2002) .
According to Trochim (2006) , coding is a process of categorising qualitative data and of describing the implications and details of these categories. Open coding created new codes for the transcripts and the original documents of the regulating bodies. The researchers had identified a list of categories from the transcripts and initially used open coding to identify certain themes.
After the researchers had used open coding for all new themes, they used list-by-codes for all subsequent documents that had the same recurring themes. The researchers also used quick coding as one can use this method for consecutive coding of segments using the same code (Muhr, 1997) .
In their analysis of the data they obtained from the questionnaire, the researchers calculated Lawshe's CVR (1975) . The CVR is an item statistic that is useful in rejecting or retaining specific items. Using this approach, subject experts (HR practitioners) indicated whether certain professional conduct issues were 'essential', 'useful but not essential' or 'not necessary' for regulating the HR profession. The researchers then used the inputs from the subject experts to compute the CVR.
Strategies used to ensure quality data
When conducting qualitative research, researchers have to ensure the credibility, transferability, confirmability and dependability aspects of the research.
According to Mackey and Gass (2005) , because qualitative research can use the assumption of multiple constructed realities, it is vital for qualitative researchers to assure their research peers that their findings are credible. The researchers used semi-structured interviews as well as a questionnaire to add credibility to the study.
In terms of transferability in qualitative research, Mackey and Gass (2005) see the context as important. Although one does not really transfer the findings of qualitative research from one context to another, the extent to which one may transfer findings depends on the similarity of the context. When determining the similarity of findings, researchers use rich descriptions. These use several perspectives to explain the insights researchers gain from the research and to consider the viewpoints of the participants. The reason for using rich descriptions is that, if the researchers discuss the findings in enough detail, other researchers will understand the context and be able to compare the research situation with their own and determine which findings they can transfer to theirs. Other researchers in a similar context can then use some of the professional and ethical conduct issues the researchers discovered in the current research.
Confirmability deals with reliable knowledge, checked and controlled, and undistorted by personal bias and prejudice (Kvale, 1996) . Qualitative researchers should give full details of the findings they use to make claims. The reason is that other researchers can confirm, modify or reject the first researchers' interpretations (Mackey & Gass, 2005) . The current study allowed the subject experts to confirm whether the professional conduct issues the researchers identified are relevant for regulating the HR profession in South Africa.
Dependability emphasises that researchers need to account for the ever-changing context within which research occurs. Researchers are responsible for describing the changes that occur in the context and how these changes affect the way the researchers approach the study (Trochim, 2006) . The asked the participants to review the researchers' interpretations in the current research.
Findings
The researchers reviewed the literature on the engineering, accounting, medical and legal professions and established that all recognised major professions had four core elements in common. Figure 1 gives the four pillars of professionalism.
Pillar 1: mastery of a complex body of knowledge and skills. Professional boards accredit the curricula of training institutions before professionals can register with these boards. Therefore, the cornerstone of professionalism is knowledge and skills. Each of these professions has specific guidelines for the knowledge and skills people need to have if they want to become professionals. Academic and other training institutions use these guidelines when developing their curricula for accreditation by professional bodies.
Pillar 2: commitment to integrity and morality through a code of conduct. This pillar was vital to all the professions. The emphasis in all the professions was on how professionals should behave in broader society whilst maintaining the integrity of their professions.
Pillar 3: autonomy in practice and the privilege of selfregulation. This pillar was common to all the professions. It implies that it is essential for professionals to be autonomous in their work.
Pillar 4: acceptance of a duty to society as a whole. There is a duty to society in all the professions. None of these professions can operate in isolation.
The researchers developed and numbered tables from these pillars. individual bodies require. Finally, they require examinations or professional reviews that laws determine.
Human resource management has a regulating body, a qualification requirement, an experience component and a professional peer review requirement before registration, a code of conduct and a structured CPD process. No law recognises its professional status at the moment.
The researchers recorded the conduct issues (including values) they found in the literature of each of the four professions in Table 2 to compile a database of the issues that each of the professions emphasise in their writings and codes.
The only three values in Table 2 that all of the professions hold, although they express them differently, are 'sound moral character' (ethical conduct), 'maintaining the good reputation and prestige of the profession' (self-regulation) and 'mastering the particular intellectual skills of the profession acquired by training and education' (knowledge and skills). This confirms the pillars the researchers identified. Other values the professions rate highly imply the fourth pillar ('acceptance of a duty to society'). They are 'respect for human dignity' and 'confidentiality'. 'Acting as a faithful agent', 'adopting responsible behaviour', 'respecting the rights of others' and 'objectivity' all imply a concern for the public or clients.
Professions are clearly sensitive about their reputations. Perception plays a major role in how the public and the media view professions. The professions also recognise the importance of updating information, skills and competence continually. Finally, the professions rate 'maintaining confidentiality' highly as a professional value.
From the researchers' analysis of the original documents of the four professions, the following concerns emerged about professional practice in a modern context:
• professions and professionals often have to defend their professional judgements and their positions of independence in the face of corporate greed and require professionals to have inner strength • there is a general concern that a decline in 'old-fashioned' mores, like honesty, integrity and honour, might affect professionalism • professionals often have to share their responsibility with other, perhaps less rigorously regulated or ethically sensitised parties, like employers, clients and other stakeholders • self-regulation does fail at times, leaving the public with the perception that professions sometimes protect their members and not the public • there is an increased loss of control over basic professional decisions, that the state, the corporate sector or others have taken over • there is not enough research on compliance with codes of conduct.
The researchers qualitatively analysed the core results of the interviews with mentors of the SABPP on their views on present-day HR management. A major theme that emerged from these interviews is a deep concern about the reputation of HR managers. This links directly to incompetent people in practice.
Professionalising HR management will go some way towards solving many of the issues. An acceptance, by industry, of the standards the professional body sets may help to improve standards of practice even more.
The interview questions the researchers posed to the mentors produced, in essence, the answers that follow.
Question 1: How important is the competency of HR professionals in giving the organisation a leading edge?
Most respondents believed that the role of HR managers is becoming increasingly important. Factors that influence this view were:
• international competitiveness • increased productivity requirements • retaining young talent or highly talented practitioners • that knowledge property is becoming the most significant competitive edge • a recurring skills shortage that requires intervention • that governments increasingly require competent and strategic HR services. The researchers ascertained that professionalising HR management is vital worldwide. The interviewees emphasised that organisations regard HR management more highly these days than they did before. One respondent made the point that, if the HR executive of a company is not truly professional, the rest of the company will follow. A dilemma in the professionalisation of HR management is that there is no consensus amongst HR professionals about Maintaining the good reputation and prestige of the profession
Improving and growing the profession
Maintaining the highest standards of professional conduct
Exposing those who engage in fraud and deception
Not permitting motives of profit to influence the independent exercise of professional judgement
Adhering to the common code of values and conduct of the profession
Supporting the system to allow for quality entrants -
Acceptance of duty to society as a whole
Holding paramount the safety, health and well-being of the public
Serving with fidelity the public, employees and clients
Promoting the public good and development of people
Willing to subordinate self-interest in pursuit of public service 
Keeping up to date with developments in practice, legislation and techniques
Continuing to develop professional knowledge and skill throughout career
Sound moral character (integrity, honour and honesty) There was consensus that this was an area of deep concern amongst the respondents. They made these points:
• leading HR practitioners who act dishonestly or incompetently do untold damage • accountability is one of the main concerns amongst organisations in South Africa • codes of conduct are critical and organisations must internalise them • communication, training and investment are necessary • senior people must 'walk the talk'.
Question 4: Comment on a vision for HR in South Africa?
Strong views emerged here. Senior HR practitioners are clearly passionate and deeply concerned about the role of HR managers. The made these main points:
• the HR profession needs regulation of one form or another • HR management has an important contribution to make toward sound corporate governance • organisations should focus on training and development and on retaining talent • organisations should train and develop HR people so that they can function as professionals • universities must become involved in professionalising HR management.
From their literature analysis of original documents, the interviews they conducted with mentors of the profession and in the light of the professional pillars they identified, the researchers concluded that HR management is indeed a profession.
Based on their findings from the current research, the researchers concluded that it is vital that HR management becomes professionalised and that certain areas where problems exist in the process of professionalising are addressed.
Survey findings
The core findings of the survey are that the HR community in South Africa also sees the elements, which the researchers identified, as important for building and regulating the HR profession. Tables 3-14 The respondents regarded 'sound moral character' and 'respect for human dignity' as the most important personal values for an HR professional. This corresponds to the values that all the other professions (see Table 2 ) and the literature (Robert, 2004 ) see as imperative in. King III confirms that good governance is about 'responsible leadership, which calls for integrity, transparency and accountability' (Temkin, 2009 ).
Related to the personal values of professionals are the qualities that are most desirable in a profession. Tables 5 and  6 give these. Tables 5 and 6 deal with desirable professional qualities. Respondents rated all the qualities highly. However, in the current climate, with its heightened awareness of the erosion of moral values, the qualities the respondents valued most are 'credibility' and 'accountability'. This coincides with the results of the qualitative analysis of the four major professions, where 'a commitment to integrity and morality through a code of conduct' was a principle (the second pillar) of professionalism.
The respondents also valued 'discretion', 'intellectual honesty' and 'good judgement' highly as qualities a professional should have. They correspond to the principle of 'autonomy of practice and the privilege of self-regulation' (the third pillar). If professionals work in self-regulated environments, the public will trust them if they show the qualities of discretion, intellectual honesty and good judgement.
In a professional environment, 'independent functioning' is an indispensable quality and corresponds to the third pillar. The qualitative analysis established that professionals must be able to make independent judgements and defend their viewpoints, in difficult circumstances, in the work environment.
The human resource community sees 'leadership qualities', 'understanding obligations' and 'confidence' as vital qualities for professionals. The last three qualities relate, once again, to the principles of 'autonomy of practice and the privilege of self-regulation' (the second pillar) and an 'acceptance of a duty to society as a whole' (the fourth pillar). Leadership qualities and understanding one's obligations toward one's profession correspond closely to professionals' responsibilities towards their profession. Tables 7 and 8 give these results.
Tables 7 and 8 cover responsibility towards the profession. The results show that respondents saw 'always maintaining the highest personal standards' as a crucial value. In mastering the subject and practising with integrity, in selfregulating and in accepting a duty to society, only the highest personal standards will gain the respect of the community and improve the profile of the profession. This also corresponds to the personal responsibility of maintaining the currency of knowledge and skills -the rapidly changing environment demands continued professional development and links to 'a mastery of a complex body of knowledge' (the first pillar). Table 8 shows that 'maintaining the good reputation and prestige of the profession' is another vital value. Because HR management is struggling for recognition as a significant contributor to the economy, it makes this responsibility particularly important. The practice of moving unqualified or incompetent people into HR management, as the qualitative analysis showed, has badly damaged the reputation of human resource managers. Table 8 identifies 'adhering to a common code of values' (second pillar) as another imperative value. The code of conduct a profession recognises should meet the highest aspirational demands and cover all the important areas of practice. Exposing fraud and deception, working to improve the profession, having the right motives and investing in new entrants will enrich the profession significantly and lift the standard of HR management in general.
These results show that the HR community understands that building a credible profession requires that individual practitioners set the highest possible standards for themselves. The norms and discipline a profession imposes on its members support general ethical practice in the profession. As HR management aspires towards acknowledgement at the same level as the four major professions, it is clear that it needs to do the same. A profession must set and maintain its own standards whether it has statutory recognition or not.
Maintaining high levels of responsibility toward clients or employers is imperative, as tables 9 and 10 show.
Of all the values that correspond to responsibility toward clients or employers, 'a dedication to providing competent service' (see tables 9 and 10) is important. It implies 'a mastery of the complex body of knowledge and skills' (the first (Williams, 1997) .
The second and third values, namely 'acting in the client's interest' and 'acting as a faithful agent', link to the fourth pillar of professionalism: 'acceptance of a duty to society as a whole'. Tables 11 and 12 show that respondents see them as significant. There is also a significant link to a commitment to integrity (the second pillar). Tables 11 and 12 give low scores for responsibility towards the public or society. This may mean that the HR community sees this as an area for which each manager takes personal responsibility and not as an area for the profession to regulate.
This does not imply that responsibility to society is unimportant. On the contrary, in the previous table a dedication to providing competent service to the client, who is also part of the public or society, has the highest value. As with the other professions, however, the HR practitioner acknowledges a responsibility towards the public and society, firstly through a 'dedication to service' and secondly by 'serving, with fidelity, the public, employees and clients'. In this sense, being a professional is synonymous with an attitude of service (Lewis, 2001 ) and a high personal work ethic. Tables 13 and 14 show this.
Tables 13 and 14 cover responsibility for a personal work ethic. It is a value that that HR professionals value highly and regard as significant for upholding the profession. The respondents value 'adopting responsible behaviour' highly. It corresponds to the fourth pillar, which is 'acceptance of a duty to society as a whole'. This shows that the HR community understands the importance of serving the public and society with maturity and sound judgement.
'Rendering service in accordance with standards' is significant because this implies that there are set and recognised standards that the HR community accepts. This correlates with the first pillar, 'a mastery of a complex body of knowledge and skills', where a regulating body defines the knowledge and skills.
Therefore, it is logical to conclude that, unless a profession organises and structures itself and makes decisions about the relevant technical and professional criteria, there will be no standards to provide a measurement. How then will those that reject professional governance even know whether they are meeting the standards? To meet standards, one must surely know what those standards are (Robert, 2004) .
In addition to knowing and meeting standards, the HR practitioner must master skills, be aware of personal shortcomings and continuously update skills. Tables 15 and 16 give the results. Tables 15 and 16 cover responsibility for knowledge and skills. It corresponds to the first pillar -'a mastery of a complex body of knowledge and skills'. This pillar, on which all professions build, is pivotal. The first pillar the researchers identified also implies that professionals and the profession should recognise and subscribe to this body of knowledge.
It is also vital for the health of a profession that industry and government recognise the standards and accreditation of the governing body. With chartered accountants, universal acceptance of the standard that the governing body set means that appointments of CAs centre not on their qualifications and experience, but on their registration with the governing body. One can trace many of the woes of the reputation of HR managers back to a lack of universally accepted standards of qualification, experience and peer recognition that come through professional registration.
Respondents see 'continued concern for professional competence' as imperative. Here, HR practitioners are not only concerned about their own current knowledge but this value indicates a general concern for the competence of practitioners in the profession. It supports the third pillar -'autonomy in practice and the privilege of self-regulation'.
Respondents regarded 'continuing to develop knowledge' and 'keeping up to date' highly. Therefore, structured and continued professional development is a non-negotiable. Professions accept this premise universally. All professions are continually evolving. It is important that currency of knowledge in education, training and continued professional development, as well as new solutions through research, receive constant and vigilant attention.
The continued professional development policy of the South African Board for People Practices describes CPD as 'the systematic, ongoing structured process that human resource professionals undertake to maintain, develop and enhance skills, knowledge and competence both professionally and personally in order to improve performance at work, throughout their working life'.
Discussion
The qualitative and quantitative analyses lead to the main conclusion of this study: that human resource management meets every one of the criteria the researchers identified. Therefore, one can regard it as a bona fide profession.
The key contribution of this study was that it identified a number of aspects that determine professionalism and isolated the most important elements one should consider when regulating the HR profession.
These conclusions emerge from the values and functions of other major professions and the values and functions of similar HR managing bodies in other countries. One finds significant similarities in all these professional bodies. The researchers also reached these conclusions based on the participation and input by human resource practitioners in South Africa. The four main pillars of professionalism remain the same for all professions.
From the study of four major professions, one can conclude that they have many conduct issues (including values and ethics) in common, although each has unique elements.
The times we live in have also made it more difficult than ever to honour professional commitment. There is, for instance, an interesting correlation between the sentiments the medical profession expressed, that social change has not benefitted the profession, and the one the legal profession articulated, that the influence big corporations exert on them has been detrimental to the ethics of the profession. We are living in a rapidly changing environment and the saying 'adapt or die' has become the motto of the day. Whether professions can maintain the moral fibre of the past is open to question.
The researchers have now examined the question of whether human resource management is a profession in the light of their scrutiny of other major professions. The literature study has recorded the views of eminent writers in this field. They have highlighted the evolving and increasingly important role of human resource management globally. The conclusions that follow seem reasonable:
• human resource management is practised worldwide and is recognised as an integral part of the business environment • human resource management has formalised its own structures to a greater or lesser extent in the various countries • human resource management has identified its main elements of practice and a relevant knowledge domain • human resource management has defined the roles and functions of human resource managers and organised a method of recognising competence that extends from senior to lower levels.
The researchers identified several challenges if HR management is to achieve recognition as a profession:
• society is largely uninformed about the nature of human resource management • practising HR professionals were unwilling to present themselves for assessment as a prerequisite for professional registration, possibly because they were afraid they would not achieve an acceptable level • whilst there is a body of knowledge, there is no uniformly or internationally recognised educational path for entry into the profession, as there is with other professions • HR management has diversely educated professionals who have mastered the body of knowledge of related professions and this makes identifying with differently constituted professions, like industrial psychology, labour law and industrial sociology difficult • there are various points of entry into the profession from other disciplines and the borders seem extremely permeable • other disciplines tend to 'dump' unsuccessful managers into the human resource field (Klimoski, 2001) , to the detriment of the reputation of HR managers; one cannot control the quality of entrants without entry requirements • organisations that employ HR practitioners have differing criteria for appointment to HR positions and differing perceptions of the role of HR managers • an obligation to society does not seem to enjoy the same commitment as it does in the four major international professions of law, medicine, engineering and accounting.
Regulating HR management is necessary. It remains the ideal to self-regulate and work with passionate and totally committed people only. However, this is rarely achievable in a large system. Minimum standards for regulation will have a profound effect on the quality of the profession. The professional body should concern itself with continually enforcing minimum standards, informally and formally. The profession should continue to pursue the goal of having legislation passed or obtaining a charter for HR management that has national sanction.
The reasons for professionalising include:
• Ethics. Human resource practitioners hold influential positions, are visible and shape the policies that affect every employee from entry to retirement. The leaders in HR management are the architects that facilitate the process of establishing a company's brand (Ulrich & Smallwood, 2007) . Losey et al. (2005, p. 1) argue that 'if human resource managers do not accurately anticipate the future and do not plan appropriately' they affect more than plans, machines, sales and numbers. In fact, 'they touch people's lives'. Mistakes can hardly ever be undone. To put the workforce into the hands of unqualified people is a recipe for disaster.
• The effect of human capital on the bottom line. Boudreau and Ramstad (2007) point out that 'academics and consulting firms provide a barrage of evidence that HR practices correlate with financial performance'. Losey et al. (2005) agree that the world is changing in ways that put HR management in the spotlight because of the changing composition of the workforce, rapidly developing technology, increasing globalisation and increased competitiveness.
In HR Competencies, Ulrich et al. (2008) have another list of HR management roles that are emerging:
• talent managers or organisation designers • culture and change stewards • strategy architects • operational executors • business allies • credible activists.
Eminent writers in the HR field have confirmed that HR management is a profession that is increasing in importance (Kearns, Ulrich, Losey, Meisinger, Boudreau etc.) . However, HR managers in the USA and in Europe have not taken the final and logical step to fully-fledged professionalism. On the other hand, the UK has given royal charter status to the profession (Boudreau & Ramstad, 2007) .
After examining the HR profession internationally, including the work of academics and practitioners, and the work of the South African Board for People Practices in particular, the researchers conclude that there is already an extensive list of the necessary professional elements for recognising HR management as a fully-fledged profession. The human resource function in South Africa has:
• international status and recognition
• an established body of knowledge • a regulatory body with a track record of stability that is recognised under the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) Act • heraldic registration • formal registration processes • a career path that provides for entry at various levels
• registration levels with detailed competency criteria • post nominal titles for registration levels • a modern and workable code of conduct • disciplinary policies and procedures for deregistration • an electronic CPD process to keep professionals current • an accredited quality assurance process • the will to regulate itself.
Conclusion and recommendations for future research
If one accepts the increasing importance of the HR manager's role in managing human capital and talent, together with the economic imperative for the effective practice of this function, one can infer that the time has come to formalise the professionalisation of HR management. It is important to note that the SAQA act and the National Learner Records Database (NLRD) already list the SABPP as the professional body, and that the SAQA act lists it as the statutory quality assurance body for HR management in South Africa.
Extensive consultations with HR practitioners have clearly indicated that there is an awareness and acceptance of the necessity to regulate. More than that, there is an urgency to achieve this recognition as soon as possible. There is also a growing acceptance in business that professional registration is a benchmark of quality. It is also becoming more commonplace to find a requirement for registration when one applies for an HR position.
The profession needs the government to endorse the process to make this a national reality. The researchers recommend that the SABPP forges ahead to obtain some form of regulation of HR management in South Africa, if not in legislation then by taking the same route as the CIPD did to formalise through a gazetted chartered council.
The researchers also suggest that human capital managers find a place in the next King Report. All listed companies should appoint professionally registered HR practitioners, at least in their top echelons of human capital managers, as a way of ensuring best practice. The researchers believed that establishing a recognised and uniform standard of competence and professionalism will improve good governance.
The researchers further propose that these practitioners are at least at Chartered HR Practitioner level or Master HR Practitioner level. As with other professions, like accountancy, the practitioners registered at these levels would have qualifications, experience and recognition that their professional body prescribes. They would be accountable, according to a code of conduct, and would need to continue their personal development and to report on this development annually. The researchers also recommend that the Institute of People Management (IPM) and the SABPP together take the idea of accountability to the international stage and make an argument for rationalising standards.
The code of conduct of the SABPP needs to be work-shopped and the board should provide guidance through examples and case studies. This will help the profession to internalise the code. Communication that underlines the importance of setting an example and practising at the highest ethical level needs to reinforce accountability constantly.
The researchers further recommend that tertiary institutions do far more training on ethics than they do currently.
In a constantly changing world, HR managers need to revise and update the content of curricula and check whether the right specialist functions are still acknowledged. HR management functions are constantly being adjusted to fit the environment.
The researchers recommend that, in the light of functions that other countries recognise, and new developments in commerce and industry, that the SABPP review the specialist categories it recognises. It is up to HR managers to define their roles clearly and to help society understand exactly what HR managers do to benefit society as a whole. This would lead to recognition of the value of human resource management and will achieve the approval of the broader society.
Future research can be conducted on the role of managers in informing human resource personnel about the various categories of registration after applicants have obtained tertiary qualifications in the field. The reason is that registration, as a professional in the human resource field, will strengthen the case for professionalising HR management in South Africa further.
Limitations of the study
The main limitation of the study is the questionnaire. The researchers did not develop the questionnaire from the literature review. A panel of experts in the field of HR management developed it. For this reason, the researchers did not use it as the primary source of data but as the third leg of the triangulation process.
The second limitation was that the response rate to the questionnaire was low. 
